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M ark Twain once said, "Travel is  fatal to prejudice, bigotry and 
narrow-mindedness - all foes to 
real understanding. Likewise, 
tolerance or broad, wholesome 
charitable views of men and things 
cannot be acquired by vegetating in 
our little comer of the earth all one's 
l ifetime." 
My home place is the small, rural 
town of Ninety Six, South Carolina, 
only about 65 miles from Furman. 
But in 1 965, when Twas a Furman 
freshman, it might as well have been 
the other side of the world. Furman 
opened up that world for me, and to 
this day I treasure the special quality 
of my alma mater and of Ninety Six. 
Growing up in Ninety S ix, 
I learned the importance of 
community. That lesson was 
strengthened at Furman, where I felt 
a sense of belonging and mutual 
obligation and where I learned that 
scholarly and teaching interests 
should not be walled off from the 
broader world. 
Over the years I have been 
fortunate to receive a number of 
teaching awards, including the 
Outstanding Research and Doctoral 
University Professor of the Year 
for 1 999 from the Council for 
Advancement and Support of 
Education and the Carnegie 
Foundation. I am deeply honored 
and humbled by these honors, but 
the person who really deserves credit 
for any of my accomplishments is 
my mother. Her l ife of hard work, 
devotion to God and generosity of 
spirit instilled in me the knowledge 
that a faith-fi l led l ife and caring for 
others are what is important. 
Whenever I have received an 
award for teaching, I have tried to 
accept it on behalf of all professors 
who care about educating young 
people. And as a result of this 
recognition, I have been asked to 
present numerous talks and 
workshops about effective teaching. 
I always begin such talks by 
acknowledging the importance of 
the community values which I 
learned in Ninety Six and which were 
reinforced during my wonderful 
years at Furman. This sense of 
community came from fellow 
students, many of whom became 
l ifelong friends, and from Furman 
faculty and administrators who have 
been mentors and inspirations to me 
as a teacher and scholar. 
Thinking about teaching and 
community reminds me of a story. 
After weeks of rain and flooding 
in January and February, snow began 
to fal l .  More than two feet fel l  i n  
South Carolina's Oconee County, 
part of that area of Appalachia that 
runs through the two Carolinas and 
Georgia. 
One backwoods community was 
totally cut off from the world for 
more than two weeks. Finally, the 
National Guard was sent in by 
hel icopter. The rescue team came 
to an isolated, ramshackle cabin and 
fought its way through the waist­
high snow drifts. 
The rescuers beat on the door of 
the home of a husband and wife and 
their dozen or so children. When 
the husband answered, a Guardsman 
exclaimed, "Thank goodness we 
found you. We are here for relief." 
And the old mountaineer said, "Well, 
we ain't got much but you are sure 
welcome to share what we do have. 
Help yourself." 
Sometimes teachers and scholars 
at large research universities such as 
my current institution, the University 
of I l l inois,  with its 36,000 students 
and more than 2,000 faculty, feel as 
isolated as this Carolina mountaineer. 
My background as a student at 
Furman and my relationships then 
and now with the faculty there have 
given me the impetus to be the kind 
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of teacher I had as an under­
graduate. I learned at Furman that 
the academy forms a special kind 
of community, one where students 
and teachers benefit from cooperat­
ing with one another. And, like the 
old mountaineer, Furman faculty 
are always wil l ing to help. 
A s it is  today, Furman in 1 965 was the best school in South Carolina, and 
most of the students were from 
upper-middle-class famil ies .  In 
one of my first history classes, 
Winston Babb, a wonderful person 
and teacher, spoke about how, when 
he carne to Furman, everyone knew 
what a "lint head" was, but that for 
the last 1 5  years not one student 
had any idea about the meaning of 
the term. 
For some reason, I spoke up 
and told him I had worked in  a 
cotton mill. From that day forward 
Dr. Babb "adopted" me. I suppose 
that is why I became a h istory 
major, because of his personal 
interest in me. I suspect it was 
mainly his doing, though I do not 
know for certain, that I was selected 
for the Ford Carnegie Harvard­
Yale-Columbia Intensive Summers 
Studies Program that led to my 
becoming a college professor. 
The remarkable Furman 
history department consisted of 
caring and giving people to whom 
I wil l  always owe much. Aside 
from Babb, who was chair at that 
time, D.H. Gilpatrick stil l  taught a 
course as the grand old intellectual 
of the department. Albert Sanders, 
who supervised my senior honors 
thesis, brought tremendous 
humanity and kindness to his work. 
Newton Jones taught the love of 
research, and Ed Jones expanded 
our horizons. Jim Smart taught us 
that history brought order to chaos, 
and Bi l l  Leverette showed us that 
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history offered a way to understand 
life. 
Elsewhere, Spanish professor 
Carey Crantford shared with his first­
year students the excitement of 
learning and teaching in the 
classroom, and religion professor 
David Smith reached out to me in a 
special way. Psychology professor 
Charles Brewer, a demanding 
instructor and a super-organized 
lecturer, exemplified the hard work 
that goes into being an excellent 
teacher. Although I never had them 
for classes, A.V. Huff, John B lock 
and William Lavery joined the 
history department during my senior 
year and taught me one-on-one. Huff 
brought his minister's sense of caring, 
and his commitment to social justice 
inspired many Fmman students. 
Furman administrators and staff 
also took a strong interest in students. 
Dean Marguerite Chiles and student 
center director Betty Alverson taught 
by example about giving to students 
and to the community. Lynn 
Christian, an administrative secretary 
in student personnel and financial 
aid, was exceptionally kind. John 
Crabtree talked with me about 
becoming a college professor and 
designed a special course for students 
he thought might be interested in 
going on to graduate school .  Ernest 
Harrill ,  who was then a dean as well 
as a professor of political science, 
was the embodiment of the scholar 
who worked in his community to 
make a more just society. 
Then, too, a young campus 
chaplain, Jim Pitts, challenged 
students of faith to think about issues 
of social justice. When Pitts brought 
Benjamin E. Mays to the Furman 
campus, I discovered that Mays, 
a great theologian and the spiritual 
godfather of the Civil Rights 
Movement, was from my hometown 
- and the tragedy of segregation in 
the South was made known to me in 
a very personal way. 
At Furman in the 1 960s, some 
of us became involved with the Civil 
Rights Movement. Now, because I 
study race relations, I have been 
called as an expert witness in 
discrimination and voting rights cases 
that have helped increase minority 
representation. Furman taught me 
that good teaching and good living 
require giving something back to the 
community, and the Furman faculty 
exemplified this ideal. These 
professors and administrators were 
part of a great tradition of teachers 
who truly care for their students and 
want the best for them. The tradition 
continues at Furman to this day. 
T eaching is a calling with many rewards, money being the least of them. If anyone 
becomes an academic for the money, 
then that person is clearly not smart 
enough to be teaching. 
The best professors view 
teaching as a responsibility and as a 
joy. They see it as an opportunity to 
explain to the next generation why 
we do what we do and why we are 
excited about being part of the 
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academy. Even as we were recruited, 
we must recruit the next generation 
with our enthusiasm for what we do. 
Yet teachers do not deliver 
services like car salesmen. Yes, we 
want our students to learn and to 
grow, but while we want them to 
have a good experience, it is not the 
same as customer satisfaction in the 
business world. Learning is often 
an uncomfortable experience. We 
cannot guarantee customer satis­
faction, because some students would 
expect an easy load with excellent 
grades. Good teachers demand a 
challenging workload and insist upon 
rigorous thinking. 
I have built my teaching career 
around five specific principles. 
The first is the development of 
a teaching philosophy - a mission 
statement based on discipline, 
curriculum, certain pedagogical 
premises, and on my own beliefs. 
did not learn this mission statement 
at Furman, but devised it over the 
years. Yet it was at Furman that I 
first began thinking about 
philosophy. 
The second has to do with 
"smart" preparation, or teaching in 
a way that students can understand 
and that makes sense to me. This, 
of course, does not mean cramming 
two hours' worth of content into 50 
minutes! Smart preparation includes 
knowing when to be flexible. As far 
as I know, Socrates did not have a 
rigid calendar for his students to 
discover meaning. I may not have 
realized it during my undergraduate 
days, but this smart preparation 
is something at which Furman 
faculty excel. 
Number three has to do with 
my own personality as a teacher. 
I try to build on my strengths and 
acknowledge and accommodate my 
many weaknesses. When I came to 
Furman, I was confident about many 
things but insecure about grammar. 
I talked "country." One professor 
affectionately included in a letter 
of recommendation, which the 
foundation later shared with me, that 
I was the "most unsophisticated" 
student he had ever encountered at 
Furman. He went on to talk about 
how he and other faculty members 
were at work polishing their 
"diamond in the rough." 
The teachers at Furman 
encouraged my curiosity and dili­
gence and were patient with my lack 
of sophistication. Because they 
believed in teaching, they were 
willing to invest the extra time to 
help a student who had not come 
from an academic background. Now, 
whenever I devote extra attention to 
student "unsophisticates," I am 
simply passing on some of Furman's 
investment in  me. 
Number four has to do with 
students. From my days at Furman, 
I learned that when I prepare for 
class, I want to start from where the 
students are, from their world and 
their vantage point. Too often, it 
seems, faculty believe that students 
are, in the words of the Tappet 
Brothers (Click and Clack of 
National Public Radio's "Car Talk"), 
"unencumbered by the thought 
process." A good teacher respects 
students where they are as a 
beginning point before bringing them 
along to a higher intellectual plane. 
I like to use metaphors to which 
students can relate. This means 
changing my metaphors to keep up 
to date because, while I am not 
getting any older, the students get 
younger evety year. Furman faculty 
have always valued students as 
members of the community - future 
citizens who will be running the 
country in 20 years and making 
decisions that will have an impact 
on you and me. 
I shal l  be forever grateful for 
how Furman faculty and admini­
strators respected and worked with 
me. In l ike manner, I have tried to 
teach students to think, to have 
compassion and integrity, and to be 
problem-solvers. 
Finally, good teaching requires 
passion. Furman faculty passed on 
to me their enthusiasm for teaching, 
and I want to do the same for my 
students. If I can do that, I am 
making a contribution to the 
community. 
S orne say teaching will become obsolete in the near future, that students will sit 
at home and take classes through the 
Internet from specialists who work 
in a virtual university populated by 
shadow colleagues. I don't think so. 
Used correctly, technology 
wil l  enhance teaching, because 
computers can encourage active 
learning and help students use and 
develop their diverse talents and 
different ways of understanding. 
Faculty, of course, must insure that 
information tech-nology is handled 
correctly, and that control of edu­
cation is not given to managers who 
wil l  hire "knowledge workers" in 
the name of efficiency. 
We in the teaching academy -
whether at a l iberal arts institution 
l ike Furman or at a huge research 
establishment such as the University 
of I l linois - must support the 
democratization of technology. 
Technology must not serve to widen 
the gap between those who have 
access to new information and tools 
and those who do not. 
We should be ever-vigilant in 
this regard. Faculty must insist upon 
input in the growth of information 
technology. The 2 1 st century 
demands a much broader approach 
to learning, and new technology can 
help us meet that demand. But 
technology has the potential to 
become a tool of the elite. Our goal 
as good teachers who care about the 
community must be to democratize 
education. 
As Winston Churchill said, "The 
first duty of a university is to teach 
wisdom, not a trade; character, not 
technicalities." I believe Furman 
lives by that ideal, and that is what 
I try to carry with me. That ideal is 
also why I am so pleased that my 
daughter, Beatrice, has decided to 
attend Furman, a great university 
committed to teaching. 
Strong credentials 
"My philosophy of teaching is two-fold. 
I teach history, and I teach people." 
- Vernon Burton 
O rvi l le Vernon Burton graduated from 
Furman in 1 96 9  and received his Ph.D.  i n  
American history from Princeton University 
in 1 976 . 
Since 1 97 4 he has been a member of 
the history depart ment at the Un iversity of 
I l l inois, where he is professor of h istory and 
sociology. He is a senior research scientist 
at the National Center for Supercomputing 
Applications and h eads the initiative for 
humanities and soci al science projects. 
Named a University Scholar in 1 988, he is 
an affi l iate of the Afro-American Studies 
and Research Program and a member of 
the Campus Honors Program. 
Burton has written more than 1 00 
articles and is the author or editor of six 
books, including In My Father's House Are 
Many Mansions: Family and Community 
in Edgefield, South Carolina (Universi ty of 
North Carolina Press, 1 985), a Pulitzer Prize 
finalist. 
Recognized with teaching awards at 
the department, school, college and campus 
levels, he was designated one of the 
University of I l l inois' fi rst three "Distinguished 
Teach er/Scholars" in 1 999. He was also 
named the 1 999-2000 U.S.  Research and 
Doctoral U niversity Professor of the Year 
by the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching and the Counci l  
for Advancement and Support of Education. 
He is a Pew National Fellow Carnegie 
Scholar  for 2000-2001 . 
Burton's research and teaching 
interests i ncl ude race relations, family, 
community, politics, religion, and th e 
intersection of humanities and social 
sciences. He is president of the Agricultural 
History Society and has received fellowships 
from the Rockefel ler Foundation, the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, 
the National Science Foundation, the 
American Council of Learned Societies, t he 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars, the National H umanities Center, 
the Carnegie Foundation and the Pew 
Foundation. 
He served this year as the General 
Mark Clark Distinguished Professor of 
History at The Citadel. 
For more on Vernon Burton, including his 
teaching philosophy, visit the University of 
Illinois Web at www.history.uiuc.edu/ 
fac_ dir!burton_ dirlphilos. htm. 
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